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1 68 BOOK REVIEWS
R u m b a u g i-t, D. M .  (Ed.). Language Learning by a Chimpanzee: The L A N A  Project. 
L o n d o n :  A cadem ic  Press. 1 9 7 7 . Pp .  3 1 2 . £ 1 2 *4 0 . I S B N  o 1 2  6 0 1 8 5 0  2 .
J u s t  ab o u t  everyone connec ted  w i th  the  L A N A  pro jec t  seems to have got an addit ional 
publica tion  to list on  his or  h e r  c.v. as a resu lt  of Language Learning by a Chimpanzee , so the  
book has served one purpose .  I can see little o th e r  reason for its pub lica tion .  Ins tead  of 
p resen ting  a scholarly  report ,  it is largely anecdota l  and  p resen ts  m a n y  opin ions  u n s u p p o r te d  
by  evidence. F u r th e rm o re ,  it is often m eticu lous ly  a t ten tive  to s tu p en d o u s ly  bor ing  
detail:  “ W a rn e r  a t ten d ed  a one-w eek  crash course in c o m p u te r  in terfac ing  given at the  
G eorg ia  In s t i tu te  of T echno logy ,  w hich  consisted of five 8 -h o u r  days, fou r  3 -h o u r  evenings 
and  an 8 -h o u r  w e e k en d ” (p. 1 4 5 ).
T h e  tex t  appears  to have been  w ri t ten  in 1 9 7 5 , and  gives the  im press ion  o f  a progress  
report .  T h e  chap ters  fall into four  m ain  groups .  ( 1 ) T h e r e  is a detailed descr ip t ion  of 
L a n a ’s quar te rs ,  he r  “ m a c h in e ” , and  the  c o m p u te r  p rog ram s involved in the  project.  T h e  
casual reader  can, however, learn all he needs  to know  to u n d e rs ta n d  the  results  from the  
fine p h o to g rap h  on the  b o o k ’s cover;  and  any  reader  w’ith a passionate  in te res t  in the  
technical m inu t iae  (due pe rhaps  to a desire to, ahem , ape the  under tak ing )  w ou ld  no d o u b t  
visit the  Yerkes L ab o ra to ry  and  inspect the  se t-up  in person . (2 ) T h e r e  is an accoun t  of  
Yerkish, the  artificial language developed for the  project.  (3 ) Five chap te rs  rep o r t  results  
of the  s tudy , often in a ra the r  inform al m a n n e r  b u t  qu ite  clearly. ( 4) T h e r e  are several 
chap te rs  of a m ore  theoretical na tu re .
T h e se  la t ter  chapters ,  con ta in ing  m ateria l  w h ich  ranges from  historically based justif ication 
to fu tu r is t ic  specula tion  (apes as co-authors?) p resen t  the  a u th o r s ’ reasons for u n d e r tak in g  
the  p ro jec t  and  the ir  beliefs ab o u t  its im portance .  H ere  R u m b a u g h  h im se lf  is a little m ore  
realistic th an  his co-w orkers ;  he correctly  notes  th a t  the  in terac tions  w ith  L a n a  w hich  o th e r  
con tr ibu to rs  call “ conversa t ions” were in fact p rec ip i ta ted  by  the  assistant w ho  knew  in 
advance w ha t  L an a  w anted ,  b u t  m an ip u la ted  the  s i tuation  to m ake h e r  ask in several 
d ifferent ways. T o  call such  in terac tions  “ conversa t ions” is w ishful th ink ing .  N o  free 
exchange of in form ation  in it ia ted  by  L a n a  is reported .
R u m b a u g h  is also m ore  cautious th an  o the r  workers  in th e “ ch im p  language” field. T ake ,  
for instance, the  title o f  the  book. Psychologists  often refer to “ second language lea rn in g ” , 
w hereas  the acquisit ion of a first language is custom arily  called “ language d e v e lo p m e n t” or 
“ language acqu is i t ion” . S tr ic tly  speaking, L a n a  has learn t  to use a language, inasm uch  as 
Y erkish  can be called a language (it is based  on a gross simplification of the  princip les  of 
na tu ra l  language; for example, at the  t im e the  book was w rit ten ,  the  language con ta ined  no 
e m b e d d e d  sentences). L an a  has, of  course, n e i th e r  developed  n o r  acqu ired  language. She 
has learn t  to respond  correctly  to a varie ty  of s t im uli  and  to m an ipu la te  various signs in 
fixed pa tte rns .  T h e  fact th a t  these  pa t te rn s  have a linguistic  charac te r  is the  responsib il i ty  
of those w ho designed  the  system, n o t  of L ana .  S uppose  the  pa t te rn s  she had  been  ta u g h t  
to use had  no t  been natura l  language based, b u t  had  violated all sorts  o f  universal  l inguistic  
constraints?  W o u ld  she have been  any  less successful in m an ip u la t in g  them ? T h e  answers 
to such  quest ions  will eventually  tell us m ore  ab o u t  the  ch im p an zees ’ cognitive s t ru c tu re  th an  
will the  s im ple  fact th a t  they  can use linguistically m otiva ted  com m unica t ion  systems.
I t  is clear tha t  R u m b a u g h  and  his co-workers  are en o rm ous ly  p ro u d  of the ir  p ro teg ee ’s 
achievem ents .  Ju s t  as W a sh o e ’s tra iners  canno t  resist telling us of the  t im e W ashoe  called 
a duck  a “ w ater  b i r d ” , readers  of this book are repea ted ly  regaled w ith  the  s to ry  of how  
L a n a  called a F an ta  d r ink  a “ C o ke-w h ich - is -o range” : the  au thors  ap p ea r  to assum e th a t  this 
indicates th a t  L an a  had  assigned the  pred ica te  “ o ra n g e ” to the  soft d r in k :  b u t  suppose  the ir  
com bin ing  sign “ w h ich - is” had  ins tead  been  n am ed  “ a n d ” , w ou ld  they  still assum e that? 
T h e y  certainly  have every reason to be p ro u d  of the ir  ow n ass iduity :  one o f  the ir  achieve­
m en ts  no t  m a tch ed  by  o ther  ch im panzee  projects  is th a t  they  have com piled  a com plete  
record  of every response m ade  by  L ana .  I t  is a p ity  th a t  su m m a ry  statistics of this record  
w ere  n o t  inc luded  in the  book..
Anne Cutler
